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Letter 77 Continued Responses to Letter 77

77-1

77-1 The commenter states that the Draft EIS presents no analysis of  the applicant’s
preferred alternative relative to its compliance with the anti-degradation requirements
of Texas law (30 TAC § 307.5) for tributaries of Sandy Creek. Currently TCEQ is in the
process of evaluating the proposed project as part of the 401 Water Quality
Certification and TPDES permitting processes. As part of this review, TCEQ identifies
and assesses the potential water quality effects associated with various components
of the proposed project and analyzes these effects to determine compliance with the
anti-degradation requirements of Texas law. Although the Draft EIS does not analyze
the Proposed Action relative to the specific criteria set forth in 30 TAC § 307.5, the
USACE conducted an independent analysis of the effects of the Proposed Action,
including effects associated with water quality and quantity, on Big Sandy and Middle
Yegua Creeks and their tributaries. Please see Section 3.5.2 of the Draft EIS for an
analysis of the potential effects that earth disturbance, water level change, and outfall
discharge would have on aquatic resources. Overall, the USACE’s analysis has
indicated that the effect of discharges on the water quality in Big Sandy and Middle
Yegua Creeks would be minimal. Sediment levels resulting from increased flows are
expected to be within the range currently exhibited by the system during periods of
high flow. Throughout most areas, no changes in aquatic communities or their habitat
are likely. In making these determinations, the USACE considered the effects of flow
alterations, as well as chemical and physical water quality constituents. The Draft EIS
acknowledges that certain reaches of Big Sandy and Middle Yegua Creeks,
specifically those located immediately below the outfalls, would experience temporary
increases in aquatic habitat for some species as a result of flow augmentation. Upon
cessation of flow augmentation, combined with potential water level changes, these
habitats likely would return to conditions more typical of those present in their pre-
disturbance state. The Draft EIS acknowledges that such flow fluctuations are overall
an adverse effect, as such changes are benef icial to some species, while detrimental
to others. Additionally, to determine if fish and macrophyte populations would be
affected by drawdown or altered discharges, the applicant has agreed to implement
mitigation measure FW-3 to monitor for, and mitigate if necessary, potential impacts to
aquatic resources, if a permit is issued. Please see table 2-15 of the Final EIS for a
description of this measure.

The commenter further suggests that the cumulative effect of all stream influences is
not discussed relative to their effect on water quality and aquatic life uses. The
USACE identified and analyzed these effects in Sections 3.2.4 and 3.5.3 of the Draft
EIS.

As a note of clarification, the terminology “having no significant  aquatic life uses,” as
applied to intermittent streams such as those located within the permit boundary of the
proposed Three Oaks Mine, is a default category defined by TCEQ under 30 TAC §
307. Pursuant to 30 TAC § 307.3, the definition of this classification is as follows:  “the
instream use that is typically assigned to a waterbody, such as an intermittent stream,
which is not appropriate for an aquatic life use of limited or greater. There can be
some aquatic life present in a waterbody which is designated as having no significant
aquatic life use.” The aquatic resource data that were collected by the applicant and
referenced by the commenter support the “no significant aquatic life uses”
classification.
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Responses to Letter 78

78-1

Letter 78 Continued

78-1 Please see the response to general comment NEPA-3 in Section 4.5.1 of the Final
EIS relative to the Alcoa/SAWS and CPS/SAWS contracts. The subject water
development contracts are addressed in this EIS as a basis for projecting reasonably
foreseeable future actions for cumulative impact assessment purposes regarding
water pumping from the Simsboro aquifer. The extent of water development projected
under these contracts is based on the most recent commitments expressed by the
parties involved, not on the maximum development allowable under the contract
terms.
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78-1

78-2

78-3

Letter 78 Continued

78-2 The text on page 2-82 of the Final EIS has been revised to clarify the relationship of
groundwater pumpage for Three Oaks and SAWS. Also see the response to general
comment NEPA-3 in Section 4.5.1 of the Final EIS relative to SAWS contracts.

78-3 The text has been revised on page 2-82 of the Final EIS. Corrections have been made
in Section 2.6.2.2 of the Final EIS to accurately reflect the nature of the wells. As
described in Section 2.6.2.2 of the Draft EIS and in the response to general comment
NEPA-3 in Section 4.5.1 of the Final EIS, depressurization water produced at the
Three Oaks Mine (from CPS lands) could be supplied to SAWS beginning in
approximately 2013. The amount produced at the Three Oaks Mine area during the
life of the mining operation, however, would not exceed the amount necessary to
ensure safe and efficient mining operations as approved by RRC (i.e, up to 11,000
acre-feet per year). Any additional water to be supplied under the Alcoa/SAWS
contract during the life of the Three Oaks Mine would be produced from wells on Alcoa
lands outside the Three Oaks Mine permit area (i.e., the Sandow area).
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78-3

78-4

Letter 78 Continued

78-4 Please see the response to comment 78-1. For purposes of this analysis, water
production from the Simsboro aquifer has been estimated to reach a maximum
production during the life of the mine of 60,000 acre-feet per year, including 15,000
acre-feet per year from CPS lands at the Three Oaks Mine, 40,000 acre-feet feet per
year from the Sandow area for SAWS, and 5,000 acre-feet per year from the Sandow
area for Alcoa’s Rockdale operations. The USACE recognizes that these figures are
projections of future water production that may change before implementation of such
plans, but the analyses presented in the EIS are based on the best available
information at this time.
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78-4

78-5

Letter 78 Continued

78-5 As stated in Section 2.5.1.2 of the Draft EIS, depressurization of the Simsboro aquifer
would be necessary to provide for safe mining operations. The disposition of the
depressurization water does not affect the amount that must be pumped for mining
operations. Thus, pumpage for other purposes, including local municipal usage, may
reduce the amount that Alcoa would have to pump to achieve the desired
depressurization. Also see the responses to general comments NEPA-3 and
Alternatives-2 in Sections 4.5.1 and 4.5.2, respectively, of the Final EIS.
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78-5

78-6

Letter 78 Continued

78-6 Table 3.2-5 is a summary table that presents data from the TWDB website and from
Water for Texas – 2002, along with data on Sandow provided by Alcoa. The table was
used as a guide in developing the cumulative impact modeling scenarios, but it was
not used directly in the computer models. In the table, all of Sandow’s 40,000 acre-
feet per year was placed in Milam County for convenience, to avoid having to
determined which wells in which county would pump how much and for how long.
Because SAWS has not determined which wells it would pump and at what rate, the
40,000 acre-feet per year was distributed evenly over all  wells at Sandow in the
computer model used for cumulative impact scenarios. A footnote has been added to
Table 3.2-5 in the Final EIS for clarification. Please see the response to general
comment NEPA-3 in Section 4.5.1 of the Final EIS relative to the Alcoa/SAWS and
CPS/SAWS contracts.
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78-6

78-7

78-8

Letter 78 Continued

78-7 The Draft EIS text reference to “4,443 gpm of groundwater” for continued industrial
operations at Sandow is incorrect. The correct figure, as used elsewhere in the Draft
EIS, is 5,000 acre-feet per year or approximately 3,100  gpm. This correction has been
made in the Final EIS. This quantity is included in the cumulative impact assessment
as an ongoing withdrawal.

78-8 The value of 45,000 acre-feet per year for year 2000 in Table 3.2-5 is an upper range
estimate for the maximum demand by Sandow. The cumulative impact scenarios
modeled with the Modified Region G Model used the upper range estimates, which
are conservative and designed to evaluate the anticipated worst-case scenario.
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78-8
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78-8

78-9

78-10

78-9 Please see the response to general co mment GW-5 in Section 4.5.4 of the Final EIS
relative to groundwater conservation districts.

78-10 Please see the response to general comment GW-1 in Section 4.5.4 of the Final EIS
relative to the GAM.
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78-10

78-11

78-11 The technical review document prepared for the  USACE by ENSR and HydroGeo
(2002b) summarizes the changes made to the Region G Model to form the Modified
Region G Model. No changes were made to the Three Oaks Mine LOM Model (ENSR
and HydroGeo 2002a). These technical documents are referenced in the EIS and are
available from the USACE. Input parameters used in both models are presented in the
technical documents. Appendix D of the EIS summarizes both models and their
design.

Figure C-7 has been corrected in the Final EIS to show groundwater levels.

Figure C-6 in the Draft EIS represents existing groundwater levels (with no mine-
related pumpage) in the Simsboro aquifer in the Three Oaks Mine area for year 2000.
Figure D-15 in the Draft EIS is a regional cumulative impact figure that extends well
beyond Bryan/College Station and shows existing regional drawdown (year 2000) for
the cumulative impact area of the EIS. The two figures are not meant to be
comparable.

Figures D-16 and D-17 in the Draft EIS do not indicate that Sandow is a recharge area
for the Simsboro aquifer; the aquifer does not outcrop at the Sandow Mine. The
outcrop area is to the west of the mine, as shown in both figures. What the figures
depict at Sandow is the recovery of the aquifer with no SAWS pumpage.

R.W. Harden & Associates,  Inc. did not develop the Modified Region G Model; this
model was developed for the USACE by ENSR and HydroGeo from R.W. Harden &
Associates, Inc.’s Region G Model that was prepared for the TWDB. Changes made
to the Region G Model to develop the Modified Region G Model are described in the
technical document prepared for the USACE by ENSR and HydroGeo (2002b).

Please see the responses to general comments GW-1 and GW-2 in Section 4.5.4 of
the Final EIS relative to the GAM and Dutton models, respectively.

The geopressured zone downgradient (to the southeast) of Bryan/College Station was
not incorporated into the Modified Region G Model. The Region G Model of R.W.
Harden & Associates, Inc. and the Modified Region G Model used in the EIS both
have a specified head boundary to represent the southeastern boundary of the
models. The presence of drawdown contours in the geopressured zone would not
affect the impacts modeled for the Three Oaks/Sandow area because of the
considerable distance of the geopressured zone from the Three Oaks/Sandow area.
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78-12

78-12 Cumulative impact modeling for the EIS was conducted using the Modified Region G
Model. The Calvert Bluff is only a single layer in that model. Because the model
considered all pumpage in the Calvert Bluff aquifer, the drawdown reflects the
cumulative pumpage from all sources. As a result, the Three Oaks Mine area shows
minimal effect on the Calvert Bluff; other sources of pumpage in the Calvert Bluff have
more impact on the aquifer than Three Oaks Mine.

The commenter is confusing the modeling that was conducted using the Three Oaks
LOM Model to evaluate the direct impacts of the Three Oaks Mine with the cumulative
impact modeling that was conducted using the Modified Region G Model. The
cumulative impact scenario models include pumpage from many sources, especially
municipal pumpage. The Three Oaks LOM Model only includes pumpage from the
Three Oaks Mine. To understand the patterns shown in the figures for the cumulative
impact scenario models, please refer to the pumpage projections for east Texas from
year 2000 to year 2050 as presented in Table  3.2-5 of the Draft EIS.



Responses to Letter 78Letter 78 Continued

78-12

78-14

78-13

78-13 Figure 3.2-20 does not depict mining impacts. The figure represents a cumulative
impact scenario that shows regional municipal pumpage, including projected SAWS
pumpage, without the Three Oaks Mine. This scenario was modeled for comparison of
regional impacts with and without mining. The dotted line in the figure represents the
projection from Figure 3.2-8 of the Draft EIS of where the direct impacts of the Three
Oaks Mine 10-foot drawdown contour would occur. This was done to aid the reviewer
in assessing the area of influence from the Three Oaks Mine in relation to the
cumulative effects area. A footnote clarifying this explanation has been added to
Figure 3.2-20 in the Final EIS.

78-14 The separation of the Calvert Bluff and Simsboro aquifers has been demonstrated by
field drilling and by field aquifer tests using wells and piezometers screened in both
aquifers above and below the clay zone. Additional information relative to the
separation between these two aquifers is presented in the response to comment 75-2.
Based on this hydraulic separation, no mine-related impacts to groundwater quality in
the Simsboro aquifer would occur.

As clarification, the RRC permit for the Three Oaks Mine requires groundwater quality
monitoring, as does the EIS, for all aquifers affected by the proposed mine.
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78-14

78-15

78-15 As stated in the comment, the referenced Draft EIS text does address the anticipated
recovery time for the Simsboro and Calvert Bluff aquifers from direct Three Oaks
Mine-related impacts (i.e., in absence of other groundwater pumping from the
aquifers). Mining effects on groundwater drawdown would be greatest at end of the life
of the mine. Once pumping stops, recovery from mine-related impacts would start.
However, other pumpage could cause further, ongoing drawdown as discussed in
Section 3.2.3.3 of the Draft EIS.
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78-16

78-17

78-15

78-16 Please see the response to general comment GW-6 in Section 4.5.4 of the Final EIS
regarding the Colorado River. Also see the response to comment 74-2.

78-17 Please see the response to comment 76-36 regarding the current schedule for closure
of the Sandow Mine and the response to comment 78-7 regarding continued pumping
for industrial use at Rockdale.

The cumulative impact scenario models started with year 2000 as the base case. All
drawdowns and impacts, including the portion associated with the Sandow Mine, are
for the period f rom year 2000 to years 2030 and 2050, as appropriate. There is no
practical basis or available data for quantitatively comparing current and historical
conditions in the aquifers.
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78-18

78-19

78-17

78-18 Please see the response to general comment NEPA-3 in Section 4.5.1 of the Final
EIS relative to SAWS.

78-19 The commenter’s statement is not the finding of the RRC, which has approved mine-
related pumpage. The Three Oaks Mine pumpage rates are based on the calculated
depressurization needs as approved by the RRC. As stated in the Draft EIS, it is not
expected that any of the excess depressurization water from the Three Oaks Mine (or
production by SAWS on CPS lands) would be utilized by SAWS during the initial 8
years of mining.
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78-20

78-21

78-20 It is not necessarily true that Big Sandy Creek between the two former USGS stations
is losing surface flow to Simsboro aquifer recharge. In actuality, the data only show
that the average annual watershed yield at the downstream station is substantially
lower, per square mile of basin area, than the average annual watershed yield per
square mile of basin area at the upstream station. This may be due to channel
seepage to the aquifer, or to increased evapotranspiration along the reach. Aerial
photographs indicate more extensive woodlands along the stream below the upstream
gage, so the latter explanation for the yield differences may be valid. Also, if significant
recharge does occur along the stream reach, it is already highly influenced by existing
surface water flows. These baseline conditions have been shown to frequently exceed
current TDS, chloride, and sulfate standards (see Tables C-10 and C-12 in Appendix
C of the Final EIS). Based on overburden characteristics and Alcoa’s selective
handling procedures, water quality monitoring, and Sandow Mine data, the proposed
Three Oaks Mine discharges are not expected to create adverse impacts to aquifer
water quality. Section 3.2.4.2 of the Final EIS has been modified for clarity. Please see
the response to general comment SW-1 in Section 4.5.5 of the Final EIS relative to
surface water monitoring.

78-21 Please see the response to general comment SW-5 in Section 4.5.5 of the Final EIS
relative to releases of manganese and other contaminants listed in the TRI data.
Presently, Alcoa has one TPDES permit for the smelter, the power plant, and the
Sandow Mine combined. Alcoa has applied for a separate TPDES permit for the Three
Oaks Mine. As the Sandow Mine closes, some of the TPDES outfalls will be
eliminated but some will remain for the smelter, the power plant, and the part of the
Sandow Mine that has the Three Oaks conveyor running through it. A small part of the
Sandow Mine will remain active until coal deliveries from Three Oaks cease and will
likely continue to be a part of the existing smelter, the power plant and the mine
TPDES permit. The TPDES permit application for the proposed Three Oaks Mine is
completely separate from the Sandow site in a regulatory sense. There are no
physical connections to the Sandow complex with respect to potential transfer of
Sandow Mine releases to the Three Oaks Mine TDPES system.
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78-21

78-22

78-23

78-22 No large volumes of coal would be left on the surface of the reclaimed mine area. This
would be due to the implementation of the proposed overburden selective handling
program and compliance with RRC regulations. Such regulations prohibit the
placement of potentially toxic and/or acid-generating materials on or near the
reclaimed surface, and require a verification sampling program. Small stringers of
lignite unsuitable for combustion would be immediately placed at the bottom of the
spoil piles for burial. Further assessment of coal combustion by -products has been
conducted and is presented in the response to general comment PA-1 in Section 4.5.3
of the Final EIS. Alcoa no longer proposes to use coal combustion by -products as
minefill.

Regarding poor quality lignite handling, this material is left in-situ (lowest seam only),
spoiled, or placed in stockpiles. If low-quality lignite is placed in stockpiles, it would be
blended when high quality lignite is available. Where spoiled, the selective handling
plan and required RRC monitoring plans ensure water quality meets permit criteria.
Selective handling places poorer quality spoil, including any spoiled lignite, at the
bottom of the pit from the start of mining. With respect to the 25 to 30 month selective
handling, the timeline starts from when a spoil peak is developed, not from the start of
pit excavation. The Sandow Mine utilizes the same monitoring and placement
approach, and there have been no permit exceedences. It has been demonstrated at
Sandow that surface water detention and treatment facilities adequately handle water
quality in storm water runoff.

78-23 Please see the response to general comment PA-1 in Section 4.5.3 of the Final EIS.
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78-23

78-24

78-24 Please see the responses to general comments PA-1 and PA-2 in Section 4.5.3 of the
Final EIS.
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78-25

78-25 Please see the responses to general comments PA-1 and PA-2 in Section 4.5.3 of the
Final EIS.
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78-25

78-26

78-26 Please see the response to general comment SW-5 in Section 4.5.5 of the Final EIS
regarding TRI data. Also see the response to comment PA-1 in Section 4.5.3 of the
Final EIS regarding bottom ash. Sandow complex releases would not be part of the
Proposed Action (or its potential direct impacts) due to the regulatory and physical
separation of Three Oaks Mine TPDES features from the Sandow TPDES features.
Barium levels elevated beyond the background concentrations in local soils and rocks
are not expected at Three Oaks, since the project would not be involved in metals
processing (which is the common source of elevated barium concentrations in
effluent). Selenium concentration is a suitability parameter for the overburden
selective handling program, which would minimize the potential for selenium to
accumulate in surface water runoff. Selenium concentrations are generally low in the
overburden and interburden, and additional mitigation has been recommended so that
the occasional zones where this is not the case would be identified and set aside from
use in near-surface reclamation. The surface water monitoring program includes these
parameters, so if a compliance problem does develop in spite of these pre-emptive
procedures, additional mitigation actions would be taken.
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78-26

78-27

78-27 Please see the responses to general comments PA-1, SW-1, and SW-5 in Sect ions
4.5.3 and 4.5.5, respectively, of the Final EIS relative to bottom ash, surface water
monitoring, and TRI data. The USACE is considering additional monitoring
requirements for the annual analysis of bottom ash used at the Three Oaks Mine as
presented in Section 3.2.4.4 of the Final EIS. As clarification, low pH waters do not
carry selenium; selenium is a metalloid that is soluble only in waters with a pH of 7.0
or greater. Also see the response to comment 78-6.
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78-27

78-28

78-28 Please see the response to general  comment SW-2 in Section 4.5.5 of the Final EIS
regarding TDS.
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78-28

78-29

78-29 Applicable water quali ty criteria for the default stream segments have been reviewed
with TCEQ and are presented in revised tables in Appendix C of the Final EIS. The
current criteria for TDS, chloride, and sulfate also are presented in the table below as
presented in Chapter 307, Texas Water Quality Standards, effective April 30, 1997.
Subsequently proposed criteria have not been approved by the USEPA for these
stream segments and, therefore, are not legally in effect at this time (Davenport 2002).

Criteria (mg/l)
Segment No. Segment Name Chloride Sulfate TDS

1212 Somerville Lake 75 100 300
1434 Colorado River above La

Grange
90 60 425

Further investigations of regional surface wat er quality attributes, baseline inventory
characteristics, and Sandow Mine monitoring data have been conducted in response
to this comment. Changes have been made to the EIS as a result. The baseline
surface water quality characteristics are summarized in revised Table C-12 (see
Appendix C of the Final EIS). These data represent more than 3 years of sampling in
the area. Other data from the USGS and Brazos River Authority also were reviewed
and are summarized on page 3.2-65 of the Final EIS. Data for streamflows that are
not affected by Sandow Mine discharges frequently exceed the criteria for their
respective segments by large amounts. In short, there are no significant differences in
the overall levels of chloride, sulfate, or TDS between the Sandow Mine discharges
and background conditions for Big Sandy Creek and its tributaries, Middle and West
Yegua Creeks and their tributaries, and Brushy Creek. It is anticipated that discharges
from the proposed Three Oaks Mine would not create surface water quality impacts
beyond those already occurring in nearby streams from regional background factors.
Therefore, no substantive changes to the surface water quality impact assessment in
the EIS are required.
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78-29

78-30

78-30 As stated in Section 2.5.3.1 of the Draft EIS, the upper 4 feet of soil would be tested
for suitability as a growth medium. Soil samples would be collected from a grid to a
depth of 4 feet, and laboratory analyses for specific parameters as approved by RRC
would be performed. In addition, growth media that does not meet the criteria for
suitability would be replaced with topsoil substitutes or amendments would be added
to the growth media to meet the criteria. Sections 10.0, Soils, and 18.0, Mitigation
Monitoring, in the Mitigation Plan for the Three Oaks Mine (see Appendix E of the
Final EIS) provide information regarding the use of growth media for reclamation and
annual monitoring that would occur at the Three Oaks Mine to ensure reclamation
success. Also see the response to general comment SW-1 in Section  4.5.5 of the
Final EIS regarding water quality monitoring.

Because of concerns regarding water quality in reconstructed drainages on the mine
site, additional mitigation has been recommended with respect to overburden
characterization and implementation of the overburden selective handling program for
the Proposed Action. Suitability criteria and the placement of suitable materials in the
upper 4 feet of the reclaimed surface are required for compliance with RRC
regulations. This selective handling approach has been demonstrated to facilitate
successful reclamation and achieve regulatory compliance at the Sandow Mine,
despite assertions of “serious problems” by the commenter. Further discussion of this
issue, and the RRC internal memo alluded to in the comment, was undertaken with
RRC in response to this comment (Caudle 2002a). The agency indicated that the
memo was generated as a result of Phase II bond release inspections and that the
“hot spots” seen in the field were small and isolated. RRC indicated that Alcoa was
able to readily mitigate these areas by excavating unsuitable materials and replacing
them with suitable materials. This corresponds to verification and mitigation (if
needed) procedures in the proposed Three Oaks selective handling program. It should
be noted that the concerns expressed in this memo have not resulted in Notices of
Violation or other requests by RRC for corrective action or change of approach by
Alcoa. Thus, it appears that the selective handling program, coupled with the
monitoring of reclaimed areas and mitigation of isolated problem spots, is achieving
the desired goals of effective reclamation and environmental protection. Similar results
are expected at the proposed Three Oaks Mine.

Exceedences of  some water quality constituents have occurred at the Sandow
complex. These probably are not due to mining influences, however, and by
themselves, they are not indicative of an acid drainage condition as the comment
asserts. RRC permit requirements specific to selective handling and the additional
recommended mitigation measure are expected to prevent exceedences from
occurring at the Three Oaks site, as explained in responses to other comments. The
monitoring program is further explained in revisions to the EIS, and would be
implemented as an ongoing performance check. The expected impacts on runoff
water quality and the proposed monitoring program are described in the EIS text for
the Proposed Action.
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78-30

78-31

78-31 The end lake water quality is likely to be dominated by surface water runoff from the
recontoured and revegetated site. Additional factors that are likely to have smaller
roles in end lake water quality at the site include evaporation, recovered groundwater
levels, the chemical nature of exposed geologic materials, the size and depth of the
end lake, siltation, and the rate of water exchanges between groundwater and the end
lakes. With selective handling of overburden, and the implementation of reclamation
monitoring and revegetation standards, runoff water quality is expected to be suitable
for end lake uses and downstream water quality considerations. Water exchange
between the lakes and the Calvert Bluff Formation is anticipated to be limited due to
the relatively low permeability of the formation. Based on preliminary analyses
conducted to date, it is estimated that the average spoil groundwater contribution to a
typical end lake at the Sandow Mine is approximately 10  acre-feet per year, with a
range of 0 to 20 acre-feet per year. This compares to average annual runoff of
approximately 160 acre-feet per year to an end lake at the Sandow Mine. This
analysis indicates that spoil groundwater contributions would be small compared to
the overall water balance of the end lake.

As described in the EIS, the end lakes are expected to  spill  in general correspondence
to the existing occurrence of storm runoff in the adjacent channel system. No data are
available from the Sandow Mine that represent conditions of recovered equilibrium for
a reclaimed end lake. Because adjoining watersheds (uncontrolled by the proposed
end lakes) also contribute to downstream surface waters, any effects of the proposed
end lakes on water quantity or quality would diminish rapidly with distance
downstream. Future conditions are expected to support designated water quality
criteria and existing instream uses.
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78-31

78-32

78-32 Please see the response to comment 78-31.
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78-32

78-33

78-33 The USACE acknowledges and regrets the communication problems in providing the
Lost Pines GCD with copies of the requested supporting documents. Relative to
inconsistencies identified in comments on the Draft EIS, the USACE has resolved
these inconsistencies in the Final EIS.
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79-1

Letter 79 Continued

79-1 Please see the response to general comment SW-1 in Section 4.5.5 of the Final EIS
relative to the monitoring plan for surface water quantity and quality.
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79-1

Letter 79 Continued
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79-2

79-2 The TDS load in Big Sandy Creek is not expected to be tripled or otherwise
significantly affected. Baseline water quality data for Big Sandy Creek are presented in
Appendix C of the Final EIS for purposes of comparison. Mass balance scenarios for
TDS are shown in Section 146 of the RRC permit application and its supplements.
These indicate that anticipated TDS concentrations from the proposed mine typically
would be well within the range of ambient conditions as indicated by USGS, BRA, and
baseline sampling programs. The proposed monitoring programs (RRC and TPDES)
are further explained in the response to general comment SW-1 in Section 4.5.5 and
Appendix C of the Final EIS. Also see the response to general comment SW-2 in
Section 4.5.5 of the Final EIS relative to total dissolved solids.
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79-2

79-3

79-3 The generally adverse characteristics of the native soil materials (topsoil and subsoil)
are a major reason for the proposed use of selective handling in the Proposed Action.
Suitable overburden and interburden would provide comparable or better
characteristics with respect to erosion and plant growth. Extensive characterization of
these proposed materials has been completed and presented. Additional mitigation
has been recommended with regard to monitoring and management of materials in
reconstructed drainages. Selective handling practices at Sandow have been
successful. It must be kept in mind that Alcoa would be bonded to perform successful
reclamation, and that monitoring and inspections would be required as part of the
RRC bond release program.

With respect to acid-mine drainage, it is true that zones having acid-generating
potential or marginal acid-neutralization capability exist at the Three Oaks site. On the
other hand, large areas of highly suitable materials, with excess neutralization
potential, also exist. Additional discussions with regional experts on this topic (Feagley
2003; Rhodes 2003; and Hossner 2003) indicate that acid-mine drainage is rare in the
Gulf Coast lignite belt overall, and essentially non-existent where selective handling
has been properly carried out. This is the expected condition at the proposed Three
Oaks Mine.

Please see the response to general comment SW-6 in Section 4.5.5 of the Final EIS
relative to selective handling of overburden in relation to surface water quality.
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Responses to Letter 79Letter 79 Continued

79-3

79-4

79-4 Water quality constituents discharged to native stream channels at Three Oaks Mine
would create no noticeable effects on downstream water quality and would be
monitored in accordance with approved permits. The same conclusions were
independently reached by RRC in its cumulative hydrologic impact assessment
(CHIA) for the project. With regard to dissolved oxygen, Sandow Mine monitoring data
indicate that the current Brazos River standard (5.0 mg/l) for Segment 1212 is met or
exceeded approximately 92 percent of the time. When compared to the current
Colorado River Segment 1434 standard (6.0 mg/l), the Sandow Mine would have met
this more stringent requirement approximately 81 percent of the time. Most of the
times when that standard would not have been met at Sandow, sampled values were
under by less than 1.0 mg/l. So dissolved oxygen is not likely to be a compliance
problem at the Three Oaks Mine. If it became a problem, it could easily be remedied
by increased aeration of the discharge.

In contrast, baseline data for all the streams d owngradient of the Three Oaks site
show that flows met the appropriate dissolved oxygen standards only approximately
60 percent of the time. More specifically, for several monitoring points along Colorado
River tributaries (i.e., the Big Sandy system), the dissolved oxygen standard was only
attained between 30 and 53 percent of the time in the existing pre-mining condition.
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Responses to Letter 79Letter 79 Continued

79-4

79-5

79-5 The EIS clearly identifies the procedures used to design the proposed mine water
control system in accordance with applicable regulations. The text clearly indicates
that precipitation conditions were considered, antecedent moisture was considered,
and that treatment for TSS would be conducted as necessary to comply with
regulations and permit requirements. Review of Sandow Mine monitoring data
indicates that discharges have TSS concentrations largely in line with ambient
conditions in the region. This also is expected at the proposed Three Oaks Mine. At
Sandow, for example, only 6 percent of the samples have TSS concentrations above
200 mg/l (this value is approximated f rom baseline maxima shown in Table C-12 in
Appendix C of the Final EIS). The rest of the values reflected regional average
conditions. Table C-12 in Appendix C of the Final EIS provides additional TSS
baseline information. Keeping the runoff from undisturbed lands away from the mine
site is depicted in EIS figures and text and has been taken into account in the design
efforts. As described in the Draft EIS, depressurization water would not be routed into
the sediment ponds. In addition, the RRC has extensively reviewed the application
materials, required additional information where necessary, and approved the
proposed approach. Furthermore, RRC conducted its own internal review of potential
cumulative hydrologic effects, and made determinations largely in line with what was
independently concluded in the Draft EIS. The mine water control system also has
been reviewed by TCEQ as part of the TPDES permit process.
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Responses to Letter 79Letter 79 Continued

79-5

79-6

79-6 Please see the responses to general comments SW-1 and SW-2 in Section 4.5.5 of
the Final EIS and responses to comments 76-44, 76-45, 78-29, 79-2, and 79-4.
Additional data review has included periodic water quality summaries for the Lower
Colorado River from LCRA, monitoring data and annual watershed reports from the
Brazos River Authority, USGS water quality data, regional water quality assessments
from Texas A&M University and the Natural Resources Conservation Service, the
Cumulative Hydrologic Impact Assessment (CHIA) from RRC, and extensive water
quality data from the Three Oaks Mine baseline and Sandow Mine monitoring
programs. The potential impacts to existing surface water quality and related
beneficial uses are anticipated to be minimal as a result of the proposed Three Oaks
Mine in either the Brazos River or the Lower Colorado River watersheds.

In addition, further explanations of TCEQ and RRC permit compliance and monitoring
requirements have been added to the Final EIS. The proposed surface water control
infrastructure and water management approach have also been described in the text.
These factors would assist in minimizing potential impacts from the project on surface
water quality and related uses.
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Letter 80



Responses to Letter 80

80-1

80-2

Letter 80 Continued

80-2 Please see the response to general comment AQ-1 in Section 4.5.6  of the Final EIS
relative to cumulative impacts.

80-1 Particulate monitoring for PM10 was conducted by an air quality consulting firm under
contract to Alcoa during the period September 1999 to August 2000. The particulate
monitoring at Three Oaks Mine showed an annual average of 15.3 µg/m3 and a 24-
hour maximum of 51.9 µg/m3. The Three Oaks monitor was located near the predicted
point of maximum impact. The monitored levels were assumed to be background
concentration of PM10 and were added to the impacts found by conducting dispersion
modeling. Dispersion modeling of emissions projected for Three Oaks Mine, when
added to the measured background concentrations, indicate that the ambient air
quality standards would be met for the proposed project. Please see the response to
general comment NEPA-1 in Section 4.5.1 of the Final EIS relative to the use of Alcoa
data. Also see the response to general comment AQ-3 in Section 4.5.6 of the Final
EIS relative to PM2.5 impacts.



Responses to Letter 80

80-2

80-3

80-4

80-5

Letter 80 Continued

80-3 Please see the response to comment 80-1.

80-4 NSPS for conveyors, feeder breakers, radial stackers, conveyor drops, etc., is
applicable for coal preparation plants, not mines.

80-5 Please see Section 3.8.2 of the Draf t EIS for modeling results and a discussion of air
quality impacts. Also see the response to general comment AQ-3 in Section 4.5.6 of
the Final EIS relative to PM2.5 impacts.



Responses to Letter 80

80-5

80-6

80-7

Letter 80 Continued

80-6 Emissions estimates for modeling air quality impacts were generated by an air quality
consultant using standard TCEQ and USEPA approved emissions factors and
calculations. Also see the response to general comment AQ-3 in Section 4.5.6 of the
Final EIS relative to PM2.5 impacts.

The primary and most secondary haul roads at the Three Oaks Mine would be
surfaced with gravel (bottom ash) as outlined in the Draft EIS. Table 3.8-9 shows
projected emissions at the Three Oaks Mine and not emissions at the Sandow Mine
as stated by the commenter.

80-7 Please see the response to comment 80-6. Also, per the note to Table 3.8-11 in the
Draft EIS, routine PM2.5 monitoring is not required of industry.
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80-7

80-8

80-9

80-10

Letter 80 Continued

80-8 Please see the responses to comments 80-6 and 80-7.

80-9 Please see the response to comment 80-1.

80-10 Please see the response to general comment AQ-3 in Section 4.5.6 of the Final EIS
relative to PM2.5 impacts. The air quality dispersion modeling was performed using the
ISCST3 model version 02035. The assumptions made in the modeling include:

Location of mine pit is that of Year 1 operation (closest to boundary);
Size of mine pit is 503 acres;
Coal production is 7 million tons per year;
Haul trucks travel 215,278 miles per year on the haul roads and 30,586 miles per
year within the mine;
Water trucks travel 30,374 miles per year;
The empty weight of haul trucks is 90 tons;
The weight of loaded haul trucks is 250 tons;
Mine pits were assumed to have a depth of 100 feet;
Drop distance for dragline was 25 feet;
Haul roads are gravel;
Water sprays have 70 percent control efficiency;
Crushing and coal blending operations occur off mine premises;
Total number of 52 sources were modeled; and
Background concentrations of PM10 are 15.0 µg/m3.



Responses to Letter 80

80-10

80-11

80-12

80-13

Letter 80 Continued

During the review of the mine permit, a change was made to the configuration of the
mine haul road configurations. This configuration changed the emissions that were
reflected in the annual emissions estimate for the Three Oaks Mine presented in Table
3.8-9 of the Draft EIS but not in the estimated operating parameters shown on Table
3.8-8 of the Draft EIS.

Modeling results presented in the Draft EIS demonstrated high impacts at locations
due west of the mine. Alcoa has subsequently obtained rights to this property;
therefore, the new property boundary is located approximately 250 feet to the north-
northwest of the previous boundary. Prior to this boundary change, the closest
emission source was approximately 200 feet from the property boundary. The new
property boundary is approximately 450 feet from the nearest emissions source
resulting in a significant reduction in the ambient air impacts.

The combination of changes to the mine haul road and to the property boundary result
in modeled PM10 concentrations shown in Table 80-10.

Table 80-10
PM10 Ambient Air Modeled Impacts

Gravel Roads, 15-foot Berm, New Haul Roads, and New Property Boundary
(Assuming a 6.2 Million Ton per Year Production Rate)

(µg/m3)

Scenario Period
Three

Oaks Mine
Backgroun

d

Total Mine
and

Backgroun
d AAQS

Annual 18.0 15.0 33.0Gravel roads, 15-foot berm 24-Hour 52.4 15.0 67.4 150.0
Annual 20.0 15.0 35.0Gravel roads, 15-foot berm,

western boundary only 24-Hour 62.3 15.0 77.3 150.0
Annual 20.9 15.0 35.9Gravel roads, no berm 24-Hour 66.3 15.0 81.3 150.0

1AAQS = ambient air quality standards
All three modeled scenarios, including the no berm case, demonstrate acceptable
ambient air levels for each averaging period.

7.0 Million Ton per Year Scenario

Additional modeling evaluated the impact of running the Three Oaks Mine at a 7.0
million tons per year production rate. The modeling results are summarized in
Table 3.8-14b on page 3.8-17 of the Final EIS. This table shows that the ambient air
concentrations would be higher than under the 6.2 mill ion tons per year case, as
expected. The data also demonstrate that all scenarios, including the no berm case
would result in maximum 24-hour and annual impacts that would be in compliance
with the AAQS.

Statements regarding ambient air concentrations are based on the modeling results.
The term “expected” simply reflects the known uncertainty associated with modeled
results and is not subjective in nature.

80-11 Please see the response to general comment Alternatives-1 in Section 4.5.2 of the
Final EIS regarding costs of fuel alternatives. See the response to comment 76-3
regarding smelter closure as part of the No Action Alternative.

80-12 Please see the response to general comment AQ-3 in Section 4.5.6 of the Final EIS
relative to PM2.5 impacts.
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80-13

80-15

80-14

80-16

80-17

Letter 80 Continued

80-13 Please see the response to general  comment AQ-2 in Section 4.5.6 of the Final EIS
relative to proposed reductions in emissions from the power plants.

80-14 Please see the response to general comment AQ-2 in Section 4.5.6 of the Final EIS
relative to proposed reductions in emissions from the power plants.

80-15 Alcoa may mitigate the modeled air quality impacts in any of the alternative ways
specified in the EIS.

80-16 Relative to the use of other fuels, please refer to Section 2.4.1 of the Draft EIS for a
discussion of the USACE’s consideration of other fuel sources as alternatives to
lignite. Also see the response to general comment AQ-3 in Section 4.5.6 of the Final
EIS relative to PM2.5 impacts.

80-17 The commenter requests that the Final EIS should address how Alcoa plans to
address the Texas Administrative Code Title 30, Chapter 101.4, (30 TAC §101.4).
This regulation deals with nuisance and states:

“No person shall discharge from any source whatsoever one or more air contaminants
or combinations thereof, in such concentrations and of such duration as are or may
tend to be injurious to or to adversely affect human health or welfare, animal life,
vegetation, or property, or as to interfere with the normal use and enjoyment of animal
life, vegetation, or property.”

Based on the analyses discussed in Section 3.8, the USACE has concluded that
nuisance conditions would not exist at the Three Oaks Mine. Alcoa would be required
to comply with this and all other applicable regulation.
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Letter 81 Responses to Letter 81

81-1

Letter 81 Continued

81-1 Comment noted. Section 1502.9 of the CEQ regulat ions for implementing NEPA
stipulate: “If a draft statement is so inadequate as to preclude meaningful analysis, the
agency shall prepare and circulate a revised draft of the appropriate portion” (CEQ
1986). The USACE does not consider that the Three Oaks Mine Draf t EIS meets this
criterion; therefore, preparing a revised or supplemental Draft EIS is considered
unwarranted and unnecessary.



Responses to Letter 81

81-2

81-3

81-4

Letter 81 Continued

81-2 Please see the response to general comment NEPA-3 in Section 4.5.1 of the Final
EIS regarding the relationship between the proposed Three Oaks Mine and the
Alcoa/SAWS and CPS/SAWS contracts.

81-3 Please see the response to general comment NEPA-3 in Section 4.5.1 of the Final
EIS regarding the relationship of SAWS to the proposed Three Oaks Mine.

81-4 Please see the response to general comment NEPA-3 in Section 4.5.1 of the Final
EIS regarding potential permitting requirements for future development of SAWS.
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81-5

81-6

81-8

81-7

81-4

Letter 81 Continued

81-5 Comment noted.

81-6 Section 3.2.3.5 of the Draft EIS addresses residual adverse effects of the Proposed
Action (i.e., unmitigable adverse direct and indirect effects). Please note that SAWS
was addressed as a reasonably foreseeable future action for the analysis of
cumulative groundwater impacts in Section 3.2.3.3 of the Draft EIS. The alternative of
groundwater reinjection or reinfiltration was addressed in Section 2.4.2.4 of the Draft
EIS.

81-7 Comment noted.

81-8 The use of and reference to regional water plans in the EIS was for the purpose of
summarizing estimated future groundwater use in the lower basin area of Region G;
that area does not include San Antonio. Any water taken from Bastrop County would
be in the Region K study, which was consulted and used by the USACE in the
cumulative impact analysis in the EIS.
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81-9

81-10

81-11

81-12

81-13

81-14

81-8

Letter 81 Continued

81-9 Please see the response to gene ral comment GW-5 in Section 4.5.4 of the Final EIS
relative to groundwater conservation districts.

81-10 Comment noted. It should be noted that in this comment and in other comments
throughout this letter, the commenter alludes to Alcoa as the preparer of the EIS
document. The USACE was responsible for preparation of the Three Oaks Mine EIS.

81-11 Please see the response to general comment NEPA-3 in Section 4.5.1 of the Final
EIS regarding the relationship between the proposed Three Oaks Mine and the
Alcoa/SAWS and CPS/SAWS contracts as well as potential permitting requirements
for future development of SAWS.

81-12 Comment noted. The alternative of groundwater injection or reinfiltration was
addressed in Section 2.4.2.4 of the Draft EIS.

Chapter 1.0 of the Draft EIS identifies the permitting authority of the USACE relative to
the Section 404 permit for the Proposed Action, which is described in detail in Chapter
2.0 of the Draft EIS. These permitting actions are independent of the various permits
and approvals that may be required for potential water development under the
Alcoa/SAWS or CPS/SAWS contracts.

81-13 Please see the response to comment 81-1.

81-14 Please see the response to general comment NEPA-3 in Section 4.5.1 of the Final
EIS regarding the relationship between the proposed Three Oaks Mine and the
Alcoa/SAWS and CPS/SAWS contracts. All available plans and associated data were
included and addressed for reasonably foreseeable future actions within the study
area.
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81-16

81-17

81-14

81-15

Letter 81 Continued

81-15 It is not practical to provide complete sets of the entire reference library used as
supporting documentation for the Three Oaks Mine EIS. This documentation is
available for review at the USACE Fort Worth District office, the federal agency
responsible for the EIS. Note that all state water plans are available to the public.

81-16 As noted in the response to comment 81-10, Alcoa did not prepare the EIS; the
USACE was responsible for preparing the EIS. Please also see the response to
general comment NEPA-1 in Section 4.5.1 of the Final EIS regarding the use of data
provided by Alcoa and its consultants. Also see the response to general comment SE-
2 in Section 4.5.10 of the Final EIS regarding aggregated data. A breakdown of
proposed disturbance by county has been added on page 3.9-4 of the Final EIS.

81-17 The EIS maps depicting project direct, indirect, and cumulative water level changes
associated with Three Oaks Mine pumpage are not intended to quantify the projected
change at a precise location. The analysis and the associated maps are designed to
show the approximate areal extent of project changes in groundwater levels across
the project area and cumulative effects area.

As recommended by the commenter, a reference map (Figure 3.2-4a) of similar size,
orientation, and scale to the groundwater maps has been added as page 3.2-20a of
the Final EIS. County boundaries have been added to Figures 2-3 and 2-15 in the
Final EIS in response to this comment.



Responses to Letter 81

81-18

81-17

Letter 81 Continued

81-18 Please see the new text, which has been added on page 2-21 of the Final EIS to
address the issue of uncontrolled lands. Potential impacts of these uncontrolled lands
are addressed in the individual resource analyses in Chapter 3.0 of the Final EIS, as
applicable.



Responses to Letter 81

81-19

81-18

Letter 81 Continued

81-19 Please see the response to general comment NEPA-3 in S ection 4.5.1 regarding the
relationship between the proposed Three Oaks Mine and the Alcoa/SAWS and
CPS/SAWS contracts.



Responses to Letter 81

81-20

81-19

Letter 81 Continued

81-20 The Proposed Action, as defined and analyzed in the EIS, is based on Alcoa’s
purpose and need for the proposed project (Section 1.2 of the Draft EIS). The mine
block shapes and sizes are based on achieving an efficient and economically viable
recovery of the lignite resources involved. Please see Section 2.4.2.1 of the Draft EIS
for discussion of the dip oriented mine layout alternative. The Proposed Action
represents the maximum disturbance considered by Alcoa to enable a conservative
impact analysis in the EIS.
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81-21

81-20

Letter 81 Continued

81-21 Please see the response to general comment LU-2 in Section 4.5.9 in the Final EIS
relative to long-term land use patterns subsequent to release of the RRC reclamation
bond. In essence, the land would revert to its current, pre-mine status after the bond is
released. See the response to comment 82-2 regarding possible deed restrictions for
on-site and off-site mitigation sites.



Responses to Letter 81

81-22

81-23

81-21

Letter 81 Continued

81-22 Comment noted.

81-23 Comment noted. Please see the response to general comment SE-2 in Section 4.5.10
of the Final EIS relative to the presentation of aggregated data. Also see the response
to comment 74-10 regarding effects on economic diversity.
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81-24

81-23

Letter 81 Continued

81-24 Comment noted. Local opposition is acknowledged; the opportunity to comment on
the EIS gives ample opportunity to express concerns. The public has been provided
the opportunity for input regarding the proposed Three Oaks Mine during the public
scoping process and during the public review period for the Draft EIS. The input
received during the scoping process was summarized in the Public Scoping Document
distributed to the individuals on the USACE’s EIS mailing list. In addition, the issues
raised during scoping were addressed in the Draft EIS. All of the public comments
received during the Draft EIS public review period are included verbatim in Appendix
H of this Final EIS, together with the USACE’s responses to these comments. The
USACE will consider all substantive comments in its decision.



Responses to Letter 81

81-25

81-24

Letter 81 Continued

81-25 Comment noted.



Responses to Letter 81

81-26

81-25

Letter 81 Continued

81-26 Comment noted.



Responses to Letter 81

81-28

81-27

81-26

Letter 81 Continued

81-27 Comment noted. As noted in the comment, proposed mitigation measure VR-2 in
Section 3.12.4.2 of the Draft EIS addresses this concern as do RRC reclamati on
monitoring requirements.

81-28 Please see the response to comment 76-82. Most of the mining equipment is painted
with a fairly high reflective paint to increase visibility and provide a safer work area at
night. Use of dull, non-reflective paint in darker light absorbing colors is contrary to
MSHA requirements. Not shining light directly on bodies of water also is not practical;
for safety, MSHA requires that water bodies be well lit when people are working near
them. Night work in the vicinity of large water bodies would not be a common
occurrence, however, so water reflected light would not be a major concern.

Alcoa would incorporate into its training program steps that could be taken by
employees to reduce light coming from the mine area. These steps would include
turning lights off in areas where they are not needed and directing lighting away from
neighbor’s views when possible without compromising safety.



Responses to Letter 81

81-29

81-28

Letter 81 Continued

81-29 As indicated in the introduction to Section 3.17 of the Draft EIS, this section is
intended to summarize the tradeoffs between the short-term impacts during
construction, operation, and reclamation versus long-term impacts that would continue
beyond reclamation. This section is not intended to reiterate all of the individual direct,
indirect, and cumulative impacts identified in the individual environmental resource
sections of Chapter 3.0. Please see the response to general comment NEPA-3 in
Section 4.5.1 of the Final EIS regarding the relationship between the proposed Three
Oaks Mine and SAWS contracts.
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81-31

81-30

81-29

Letter 81 Continued

81-30 The reference to end lakes as beneficial to users has been revised (see Table 3.18-1
in the Final EIS). The Final EIS may contain measures that are enforceable by the
USACE and other federal and state agencies as well  as measures that are
recommended for implementation by Alcoa, although they are not enforceable by a
regulatory entity.

81-31 As indicated in the introduction to Section 4.2, this section identifies the agencies with
which the USACE (rather than Alcoa) consulted and coordinated during preparation of
the Three Oaks Mine EIS. The Bastrop County Environmental Network (BCEN) was
inadvertently omitted from the list of Draft EIS recipients in Section 4.3.5; BCEN has
been added to Section 4.3.5 of the Final EIS.



Responses to Letter 81

81-31

81-32

81-33

Letter 81 Continued

81-32 Alcoa has revised the Mitigation Plan in Appendix E of the Final EIS to: 1) reflect the
final seed mix agreed upon by the USACE and TPWD, and 2) correct the table of
contents. The USACE and TPWD believe that the mixture of species proposed in the
Mitigation Plan would meet the reclamation objectives for the affected areas.

81-33 Comment noted.
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81-34

Letter 81 Continued

81-34 Comment noted.
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